of jazz, but also the heart of soul music, soul style, and "soulful" poetry. When jazz and soul meet in the poem "Don't Say Goodbye," the cross-riff of jazz and soul culminates in "getting sassy on the rhythms." Neal is "most sassy" when he sets up the "stop time" sequence of the poem: "Stop-time, buddy, and Creole Sydney/ wailed in here. Stop time./ chorus repeats, stop and shuffle./ stop and stomp." During "stop-time," the jazz band stops playing and the solo begins. The move from the collective to the individual and then back to the collective music crystalizes the post-double consciousness emphasis on a type of individuality that does not belie the collective consciousness at the heart of the Black Arts ethos, that which A. B. Spellman recalls as that "sensuality of a collective consciousness that declared itself on sight."
The issue of stop time also leads to the anxiety of influence of Ellison's Invisible Man. Ellison in Invisible Man connects the different sense of time with the trope of invisibility; and Neal in the Black Fire afterword makes Ellison's notion of invisibility one of his central images of the double consciousness that the Black Arts Movement must destroy. But Neal also, as we know, writes "Ellison's Zoot Suit," that essay that resituates Ellison as a wondrous improviser who is both "Rind" and "Heart." As the interview really gains its lower frequencies, Charles Rowell tells Neal, "In this poem, your sense of black culture and its use in black art reminds me of Ralph Ellison-which is, by the way, 'in these dissenting times,' a compliment." [Laughter] Neal includes Ellison's Rinehart in the deepest layers in this manifesto "Some Reflections on the Black Aesthetic." Ellison's Rinehart is the gambler, "lady's man," gangster, and preacher who assumes different ways of being seen just by wearing the dark glasses and assuming those different ways of moving, talking, and posing. The unnamed protagonist Invisible Man is at first enchanted with the sheer improvisation tied to Rinehart, but as we know, finally worries that Rinehart is the rind without the heart since he can deceive the members of his congregation by being fully accepted as a preacher without disclosing his other identities. Ultimately doing a Rinehart in this novel does not become a viable final option as Invisible Man thinks about his infinite possibilities while temporarily hibernating in the underground. Larry Neal is much more enchanted by Rinehart's style than the trope of invisibility offered by Ellison. Rinehart then is the 1950s character who fully anticipates the black urban style in Hoodoo Hollerin ' Bebop Ghosts. In contrast, the idea of black people in an anti-black world experiencing their blackness as invisibility cancels out the insistence on visibility that fueled the fury of the Black Arts Movement. Neal in the afterword of Black Fire laments Ellison's use of invisibility, as he insists, "We know who we are, and we are not invisible, at least not to each other. We are not Kafkaesque creatures stumbling through a white light of confusion and absurdity. The light is black (now, get that!) as are most of the meaningful tendencies in the world."
The loss of individuality is finally, in Invisible Man, one of the principal ways in which anti-black racism converts hyper-visibility into invisibility. What would happen if the Invisible Man read Hoodoo Hollerin' Bebop Ghosts? He might move more assuredly from the existentialist trauma to the existential riffing and breaking of the binary of the individual and the collective. Neal makes the "stop-time," of his post-double consciousness dream, the "sensuality" of a collective riffing that sustains and is sustained by solos. The two-way interaction of the soloist and the full band is the type of fruitful fracturing that destroys those famous two warring ideals. Neal's focus on the "high-hat cymbals" (two cymbals on a stand controlled by a foot pedal) revels in Hoodoo Hollerin' Bebop jazz as the shrill aesthetic crash that shatters the desire for reconciliation always already embedded in duality. After the poem "The Middle Passage and After," Larry Neal moves to the third layer in his chart in "Some Reflections of the Black Aesthetic," the layer entitled "Transmutation and Synthesis." The poem "The Narrative of the Black Magicians" foregrounds the historical changes forced on actual "faces" before it wonders how these faces remain a part of "forms." Neal begins with an invocation of the Middle Passage, but unlike the earlier poem, "The Middle Passage and After," this poem begins with an image of frozen time. Rowell asked, "Are you saying we are still in a Middle Passage?" Neal writes, "Fast fly the faces through our blood years,/ faces fly by the widows of the moon/ and pass the sons of the slaves kneeling/ on the shores of home./ Time in their faces stops."
The post-double consciousness dream explodes this stasis; it presents surreal images of the "faces" last seen "kneeling on the shores of home" appearing so many places that the very notion of the dislocated home fades into a new understanding of diaspora in which the homeland and a teleology of origin/return are less important than lateral connections between dispersed communities. Neal begins to wonder, "How do we create a model in which there is no sense of the lost home?" Instead of the teleology, he proposes the frenzy of the subway. He writes, "These faces pour out of slavetime/ in the subways of fear." The poem ends with a meditation on form. This final invocation of form, when viewed through the lens of "Some Reflections on the Black Aesthetic," is the call for Blackness, "the transmutation and synthesis," leading to the final stage, the Black Arts Movement. Neal chants, "O Ancestor faces form on film our minds/ form our contours out of deep wailing saxes./ form in the voice our would-be leaders./ form child. form in the rush of war./ form child. form in the sun's explosion." At first glance, we might think that "form" would be the final stage in the chart in "Some Reflections." This invocation of form, however, is the larger call that hails the Black Arts Movement, the final stage in the chart. Neal's call for this post-double consciousness "form" in "The Narrative of the Black Magicians" begs to be compared to Baraka's iconic call for blackness in the poem "SOS." If "SOS" urges the ideal (black) reader to look in the mirror (to begin the black mirror stage), the move to form in "The Narrative of the Black Magicians" urges the ideal (black) reader to build new mirrors, to realize the faces formed in the "weird" places. He writes, "These faces catch Scottsboro freight North,/ sing blues for the river gods,/ turn up weird in Memphis, Dallas, Chicago,/ Kansas City."
I want to end as we think about the power, the sheer force and power, of these interviews, by really honoring a moment, yet another moment in yet another interview, that I love so much. It's an interview between-notice how I say "between" because I'm trying to signal that these interviews become such beautiful zones of collaboration-Fred Moten and Charles Rowell. I want to end with these words. They speak for themselves, but I think they show the full force of what we're all trying to signal on this panel as we talk about this 40th anniversary, the way that Callaloo has brought together the critical and the creative. This is what Charles Rowell asked Fred Moten as this interview begins, the interview is entitled "Words Don't Go There." Rowell asks, "You are one of those rare academics. You are a poet as well as a literary and cultural critic. In each of the sites you occupy, you attempt to engage audiences through written and spoken words. But each of these sites, we often contend, requires particular ways of speaking that we assume are different and in some instances are directly opposed to each other. We definitely argue that these two forms of communicating criticism and poetry are produced by different sensibilities and what results are two different forms of communication-one critical and the other creative. This has led, of course, to the contemporary critics ignoring contemporary literature, especially poetry, and contemporary writers not reading contemporary critical texts. Where do you stand in this divide? Or should I ask the question this way, how do you negotiate the two sides you occupy-that of 'high' theorist and that of 'experimental' poet?" Thank you.
FRANCIS:
It's really wonderful to be here. It's better to be sitting on this panel and I think my just being on this panel, it exemplifies what Charles is trying to do with Callaloo. I consider myself creative. I don't necessarily call myself a scholar, but I want to talk about that a little bit. I am going to be giving my discussion with my own journey with Callaloo, and I want to begin here because it's a role model that I bring to the academy and it's the model that the academy needs. The second part of this discussion will happen for me tomorrow and there will be more details, but I really want to talk a little bit about what it means to be able to be on this panel to talk to you as a creative and how that informs my own academic life.
My route to Callaloo, as with my route to the academy, was fortuitous and circuitous. I first encountered Callaloo when I was just past twenty years old. My new friend at Fisk University at Nashville, Tennessee, was an assistant editor for Callaloo. I was already writing poetry and I was serious about it, but I had the good sense to know neither I nor the work was ready for Callaloo.
[Laughter] Lisa kept encouraging me to send my work in, but I had read the pages and it was more than evident to me that my poor metaphors relating my most recent lost puppy-love affair to shark-tossed waters, and my latest failed relationship as a battleship was not going to help it. I wasn't sure I would make it into the Callaloo pages, but Callaloo was where I wanted to see my work. So I studied. And that leads me to this. I'm an autodidact. I taught myself to write. My late high school instructor, upon seeing me crying while reading Robert Browning, asked what I was doing. I said I wanted to write something that could reach across region, era, culture, and-he cut me off, and in no uncertain terms, told me that I would never be able to write poetry well. I was not allowed into the upper English classes that had poetry writing, but I loved poetry and so I continued to read and wrote it on my own, reading book by book, leaving me with a love for marginalia. Often my friends will come to my house and read the marginalia in my books to see if I've written something about them.
[Laughter] I also learned the research, the importance of it, how to talk back to a text and develop the critical impulse as I began to understand and compare these books. The practice of writing fueled my reading, the practice of reading inspired my writing, particularly as I embraced the lyric poem which was able to hold the considerable emotive force that linked torque to my personal work. At thirty-five years old, I finally sent to Callaloo. I had not yet met gentleman Charles Rowell, and I had long lost touch with his assistant editor Lisa Madding. I was sitting in a broke ass diner with my husband-yes, both he and I were broke ass, too. We had on the table a pile of plates and a pile of journals. We were sitting in the middle of Detroit, Michigan, in a town 2.2 square miles called Hamtramck, which is completely broke, completely surrounded by the city of Detroit. My husband said, "Go ahead, you're ready-you're ready to do this." So, I then broke all of the ridiculous rules you learn when you're an autodidact. I couldn't publish locally. The local journals in the main did not "recognize" my voice as black. I didn't perform blackness in the expected ways. The local did not inhabit my work in ways that spoke to the extended circumstances of the day. I decided after further encouragement from both my husband and poet Bob Hicok who said, "Fuck 'em, go natural." [Laughter] The first rule I broke, I sent it to the journal I wanted to be published in the most. The second rule I broke was to send a long poem, eight pages. Third rule broken, I talked back. It was a poem written in response to a poet I loved in the main, but I wanted to see history written, recalled, and examined from a different vantage. Callaloo took that poem, it rested at six pages in the journal, and the poet I was responding to had works set in the pages directly next to mine.
[Laughter] I'm sure it's something you've experienced then. The poem was entitled, "Emmitt, I Said Wait." A piece written in the voice of the woman Emmitt allegedly whistled at. And rule broken number four, I wanted to get inside the head of the other. It wasn't enough for me to know what was done to us, I wanted to know why. Beyond the too easy answer of hate that was leading to too much easy poetry. I utilized the persona poem, the dramatic monologue, Robert Browning, but clearly Callaloo thought my poetry was good enough. If Mr. McGasko, my old high school instructor, the summer of Detroit, was with us, I'd let him know that. I take you on this journey with me because I want you to know that Callaloo let poor autodidact with no MFA whom no one had heard of publish a six-page poem talking back to an icon. That icon, really idiosyncratic, was Wanda Coleman. I, who had not one notable publishing credit to my name, was in Callaloo. And this is not just my story.
Callaloo works because it is looking at the work with a broad eye, a seeking eye. It wants to find that measure of creativity that doesn't bow before the conventional and the norm. Seeming is not being. Callaloo's gift and impact is subversive, is discreet, is taking a fingernail and scratching little tears into a fabric once thought to be ironed. It is giving voice to those who in the main are daring to define themselves and it is at this moment in the zeitgeist of self-identity, intersectionality, hybridity, and not a simple disclosure of but the examination of blacknesses, and it is impacting the academic community. Though, it is impacting it through us who set our thoughts and words into its pages, and dare I say our feelings as well. Just as Callaloo accepted my creative work, it accepted my scholarship on par. If my only example were rare it wouldn't be worth sharing. I shared this because it is common in that the journal is a site for the intersection of the creative and critical impulse, the poem, and theories surrounding the poem. So when I spoke to my new colleagues at the college where I currently teach, it was Callaloo's conference model that I offered as a bridge between the divide in the worlds. At a panel, much like this one, a few short years after publishing in my first notable journal, which was Callaloo, I took issue with the panelists' view of Texas arts. I was vociferous and raw, as many of you may know me to be. Charles began walking toward me with a stern look on his face. I thought, "Oh shit. I'll never be invited back. I've got a role to play." [Laughter] Instead, he took my hand, held it, and said, "I believe I should get to know you. You never shy away from the challenge of my statements." [Laughter] He did not rebut my arguments, as a matter of fact, he embraced my transgressive voice. And he has invited so many of us into Callaloo's pages and projects, who refuse the conventional, the scholar and the poet that he is. The critic and fiction writer must grapple within the front and back covers of Callaloo. The theorist and the poet must grapple within the front and back covers of Callaloo. We don't get away from each other and we don't get away with anything other than parody. The creative work is foundational but it is lost without contextualization, easily lost. If we conceive that here, why is that lost on the academy? Especially for those of us in creative writing programs under the auspices of the English department. I have begun an essay originally titled, "The Hate In and Amongst Us." Callaloo dares see not just a contemporary writer but the arc of that writer, that writer's pressure upon the canonical. Often, Callaloo is accused of soliciting, by which I mean only accepting the solicited work of writers. This isn't true. I was almost fired for pressuring Charles into trying to take more solicited work. Indeed I find his fairness challenging for me.
So I wanted to quickly address why we see the work of writers every one to three years inside of Callaloo-because Callaloo often follows the arc of a writer's growth and vision. It serves the reader as the reader sees that arc and it serves the artist who benefits from a broadening platform. Again, this points toward seeing the practitioner into the future, not just honoring the dead; not dismissing, as so many colleges and universities do, the contemporary writer. Again, Callaloo acts as a model of this. So my time is short and I want to start there and I will complete these thoughts tomorrow, but this I find is most important for me. My work has been well served by several of the critics in this room, by the theories of my friends who broaden my way of looking at the work, each work becoming stronger because they shared their visions with me. And I thank Charles for that for providing just such a site. Thank you.
BENNETT:
How are y'all doing? My goodness, that took me somewhere. I want to thank Charles in part because the Callaloo Creative Writing Workshop was my first introduction to the idea that words could live on the page. That I could craft an interior voice. I could hope to live on in people's minds that I never meet. And that means a lot to me. Vievee used this term "blacknesses," and I understood Callaloo from the first instance to be a space in which multiple blacknesses could flourish and find each other and collide.
I want to begin there, in terms of Margo's brilliant talk. Thinking about the interview as a practice of black social life. Thinking about the interview as a space where multiple sorts of looking can encounter and link up. I was raised in a Baptist church, so I also think a lot about testifying and how the interview becomes an occasion in which one can give an account of one's work. And much the same way that when you're in church it doesn't matter what your social station is within the scope of white civil society. You're the head of the usher board, you're a deacon, you're a kid in the children's ministry, and you're reciting Jeremiah 29:11. Like that occasion where you can get an account of your work and then perform it. So that vision where Charles is talking to Octavia Butler and asking her to enter the privacy of her writing space seems to be this beautiful revision of what Richard Wright describes when he's writing Native Son and he talks about this white angel looking over his shoulder, urging him not to write the truth of Bigger Thomas as it occurs to him. What we see in a space like Callaloo is that that's actually a comforting presence that is nonetheless pushing one into the dream of rigor. That's how Hortense Spillers would frame it. So again there, in the work of someone like Spillers, we see the poetic and prosaic colliding, and I think that is a great model for how we can think of these opposing parts not as enemies, but rather the poetic and theory as necessarily intertwined if rigor is our dream. We always need to be turning to poets for language and I guess theorists for maybe historical framing, I don't know what else because poets have given me a ton.
[Laughter] I wouldn't be a literary theorist without poetry, just in terms of my own trajectory, and so in that regard I also want to think about Elizabeth Alexander and DuBois as sort of models for how we can do this in practice-both thinking about the black interior itself as a sort of object, as a text, but also the very idea of a black interior as a radical intervention.
If we think about Thomas Jefferson in the notes of the state of Virginia where he says, "Among the blacks is misery enough, Lord knows, but no poetry." He follows that by saying Phillis Wheatley is purely a mimic, that she has no interior life. So for folks like Alexander and DuBois, who came up again and again in Margo's talk in the vision of double-consciousness, he likewise becomes a model for genre play. If we think of The Souls of Black Folk-we have the sorrow songs, we have the musical notation above every chapter. In the language itself he's clearly moving between genres but also in the form.
I think that's such an important part, too, of how Callaloo is pushing you to think about genre, how we can think about formalism in the first instance over and against a narrative content purely. And as someone who teaches black studies, I appreciate that. I think so often my students want to go right for content and it really resonates with me, and I'm like, "Okay, but what about form?" Because we can linger with form and take it seriously. Also I want to say something about black scientists quickly because Ed Roberson was on my mind earlier. There's actually this sort of very large tradition of black scientists that are also poets. Ed Roberson, for folks who may not know, is a brilliant black experimental poet who I was introduced with, as well, through Callaloo. Charles Henry Turner comes to mind, someone who in the early 1900s got his PhD from the University of Chicago, was a nature poet but also a zoologist. Four out of the first five black PhDs in this country were in the biological sciences and many of them were also creative writers. So when you think about the black aesthetic tradition, it's built in that many of these people are also academics. So double-consciousness as a theme of Margo's talk finally brought me to Fanon and this idea of inner-kinship that he talks about in the fact of blackness in Black Skin, White Masks. So he says in encounters with racism, we are not just ourselves but we are all of the black living and all of the black dead at once, and how that becomes a way for us to shatter double-consciousness along the lines of what Neal is trying to think about. So this cross-riffing is also an enfleshed experience, that blackness itself is already inside of cross-riffing. We are always passing into and out of one another in a sort of quantum physics sense.
So this negritudinous surreal dream is also the everyday experience of black social life, and it is not only or always tragic, which is important. The interview becomes a means of making connections and Callaloo itself becomes a space for family reunion beyond blood because we know who we are. Even though we make each other sort of raw and familiar every day, that too is an act of love. What spaces like Callaloo force us to think about-for so many black writers in particular, we're forced to look into that mirror and we see sort of anti-ideal eye. We don't always see an ideal self staring back from the mirror. Margo's invocation of Neal and her brilliant, generous wrestling with how he is part and parcel of Charles's interview practices is really important.
Last thing, escape is not an achievement, it's an activity. That's Fred Moten. I think that is something that is running through all of these talks. Redressing the balance between advanced New York and a countrified South brought me to this idea that, to riff on the saying, "black is a country." To think about blackness as a country-blackness as statelessness is how Brian Wagner would have put it-I am interested in thinking about that. For those of us who are unmade in this middle passage that we are ostensibly still living in, Hortense Spillers gives us that brilliant passage in the middle of Mama's Baby, Papa's Maybe, where she talks about the hold of the ship and how people are culturally unmade in that blackness. Does that become a critique of the nation state that it is its own space in which we can live? Translation itself also becomes this way to challenging borders, like the borders of parameters of states and the ways that we might live. If translation is the most intimate form of reading, how do we think about these other forms of intimacy that come to the surface when we're able to share our work and where editing cannot just be an intellectual activity, but an act of love? What came to mind listening to Brent's talk was I thought about Sixo from Toni Morrison's Beloved who said he stopped speaking English because he saw no future in it. And part of what the rigorous practice of translation does is that it opens up other Englishes and other approaches to English that we can think through and move through. In American Sign Language, the sign for English is this [makes motion with hands] so you see sort of chained hands in this idea that English is what clamps down the bodies of the living who express it. And part of what we were seeing in Brent's talk is this idea that Callaloo is a creation of both an archive and a commons, that part of what we're doing with material objects is that we're linking the tradition manifest, but what's happening in spaces like this and with spaces like the workshop is we're creating a commons for the continuation of that tradition. These two impulses feed one another.
I'll close with thinking about Vievee's talk about the work not being ready and Callaloo, not just as a dream journal, but as a dreamscape. For so many of us, myself included, Callaloo was my dream journal. Everyone that had ever published, whose work I loved, they had been there. Their voices had been present there. Seeing Callaloo thus allowed me to dream of a different future, not only for my work but for the field. It was the first time I was able to conceive of myself as a participant in the field and also to conceive of myself as someone who could participate in this space for black feeling. Dunbar in "We Wear the Mask" gives us this sort of ethereal feeling that "we wear the mask that grins and lies,// let the world dream otherwise." Let the world never know this deep pain we hold inside. What's really radical from the way Vievee described her own personal journey was the way in which Callaloo makes space for black feeling. It becomes a space in which the everyday presentation of oneself is not bound up always already with a mask that has to be worn, or that if we do wear a mask it's a mask of our choosing and then the stakes are a little bit lower. Callaloo follows the arc of a writer's vision and in that I think it's a space of tremendous care and love. In trying to think across these boundaries-which is so often institutionally opposed-which Vievee is pushing us to think about, these are umbrellas that also can become cages within the space of a university. Callaloo also represents the potential for an undercommons-not just something that happens in these physical spaces, but Callaloo as a way of organizing and rethinking human life that we can sort of bring to other spaces. I think in terms of my own dream for the future-that's what we're going to talk about tomorrow: Callaloo futures-I'm interested in the ways we can democratize this model of conversation, especially for young people and especially for children. I think it's so important that Vievee began in the space of being a child and for so many of us we share something akin to that story. I know for myself I was told I would never function in a classroom, that I was drawing too much, that art making itself is what makes it clear that black children are sort of not fit to be a part of the social world in a certain kind of way. When we can open Callaloo to children in certain ways, I think we can see a radical unmaking of the social order in the best possible sense. Thank you.
WOUBSHET: Good afternoon. Great presentation! We've talked about what Callaloo means, the name of Callaloo, but I don't know if we belabored the point that it was founded in 1976, which marks the bicentennial of the founding of this republic. And one can think of Callaloo as a necessary corrective. And in that sense of what Callaloo has been able to accomplish in the past forty years, in terms of expanding the canon-and not just expanding it but doing the necessary work of revising the canon-Callaloo has been indispensable. I just want to say that as we recognize the commemoration of the bicentennial coincides with the founding of Callaloo. That should be an occasion of celebration.
I want to go straight to the interview. Now this is the thing about the interview. This is something that I have learned from Charles reading the various interviews in Callaloo and conducting long interviews in the pages of Callaloo: the labor it requires to conduct a thorough and thoughtful interview. It is as much work, one can say, as an essay. Especially if I am interviewing someone who is accomplished-Butler, for instance. When you are asking a question, you have to have a command of the corpus. So the questions have to be, if you will, distilled. Now in the morning session I talked about callaloo the food. Since we are after lunch, I'm going to extend the metaphor with liquor.
[Laughter] That question that Charles asks in that choice interview. The question we get, if you will, is the kind of aged question. It has been sitting, it has been phrased, it has been sculpted in a way that to the reader, who may not be familiar with the entire body of the artist's work, it gives a window, a glimpse of that work. But at the same time it opens a space for someone who hasn't encountered that author to also inhabit the question. To craft a question like that, in addition to the labor of reading all of that work, just the crafting of the question itself is an art. And I think in the pages of Callaloo and specifically in reading the interviews of Callaloo-and if you have had the privilege of witnessing Charles Rowell conducting an interview as Darlene and I did a few years ago in Baltimore-you get a sense of how much time he has put into crafting every single question. I wanted to underscore that. The aged question. The distillation. Now, as a transition to the point of translation, one of the best interviews I know, or one of the best commentaries on translation I know, has appeared in the pages of Callaloo. It was Melvin Dixon talking about translating the complete works of Senghor's poetry. He talks about how previous translations of Senghor had been so static and he was trying to recover the movement and the rhythm in Senghor's poetry. Great figure that he was, Melvin Dixon was central to broadening the scope of Callaloo to be the international journal it is. It is rare that when we use the word cosmopolitanism, or internationalism, somehow we talk about the black experience as being ancillary or marginal. And anybody who has read, obviously, Brent's work knows that translation is the practice by which we bring to the full, we bring in relief black internationalism. The question of translation is all the more important now, I would say, certainly in the context of the US or one could say North America or anywhere in a Western world because of the way in which the new patterns of migration are redefining how we think about the African Diaspora in the United States. Social scientists tell us that more Africans have come to the new world since 1965 than the middle passage. Speaking as I do-Amharic-as some of you do, there is all the more emphasis now of how to make that encounter between Africans and New World Africa. To talk about it in intimate terms and for that intimacy to really come to the fore, translation has to be the key fee. The pressure on translation is all the more necessary in our time given the presence of black people in America who speak all kinds of different languages, whose formative experiences are shaped in a different tongue. As Régine reminded me at lunch because I was talking about my nieces and nephews and I said my "nesses and nefoos," and that's the way my tongue, if I was speaking in Amharic I would say "nesses"-so. . . Translation. [Laughter] Now the other point about translation I want to make-that the Callaloo project has made available, outside of the bounded copy that we get four times a year-are the conferences that have been happening all over. Charles has taken folks from Callaloo to Cuba, to Oxford, to Addis Ababa, and so on and so forth. One of my favorite poems on Ethiopia is on one of the Lalibela churches-these are the medieval rock hewn churches-Bete Giyorgis, which is really a marvel. The poem is by my dearest friend and poet Lyrae Van Clief-Stefanon, who came to visit Ethiopia during the Callaloo ConferenCe and went to Bete Giyorgis and wrote this extraordinary poem. Now this is a church and an architecture that is familiar to me. I know how Ethiopian writers have written about it. But because of that conference experience, here is a poet, in the English tongue, all of a sudden allowing Ethiopians themselves to see something they could not see of a structure that has been there since the thirteenth century. That is Callaloo. Now Vievee, I have to say, deserves a big round of applause. She just received the Hurston/Wright Legacy Award. [Loud applause] That is Callaloo too. It is a model for bridging the gap between the critical and creative. We all know, in the pages of Callaloo we all could assume that space, on an equal footing, and that is a mandate that has been issued again and again from Dr. Rowell. Another way Callaloo bridges the gap between the two is Dr. Rowell can sniff out that creative impulse in a creative writer. He asks you to channel that, and vice versa. I know in the pages of Callaloo, I have read creative pieces by scholars that I love and I didn't even know they had that talent. And I know that writing is in those pages because of the encouragement of Dr. Rowell; yet another way in which he has enabled us to converse across this so-called divide between the creative and the critical. My last point is this, in terms of bridging we talk about Callaloo as a forum where the critical and the creative inhabit that space. I want to talk about the inter-generational, the conversations that happen across generations. This has happened to me now for the last ten years where as a young scholar from the outset, in the presence of Dr. Rowell, he made me feel like I was the senior person. To identify that there is some wisdom to be had in me. And that Callaloo as a space where we could all sit at that table, as you mentioned at your father's kitchen table. And that table does not exclude people based on age. I think that's one of the great assets of it.
CLARK: So first, I will also extend my gratitude to Dr. Rowell, to Vievee, to Callaloo in general. My introduction to Callaloo was in 2014 at the workshop and it was the first time anyone had ever told me that my poems deserve to be read by anyone other than me. So my deepest gratitude, my deepest gratitude. I'm glad Dr. Crawford talked about improvisation because I am about to improv from all of these notes. I've got this chart here.
[Laughter] I've got this chart here with notes.
I'm so glad that a Black feminist archive was invoked at the beginning. I sit here as a happily failed academic. I did my undergrad at the University of Louisville in Louisville, Kentucky, and it was through the program that I was introduced to the black feminist archive. What was so transformative for me was the idea of lived experience as a source of knowledge, something that is epistemologically valid. And also the idea that our academic inquiries are influenced by our personal history or lived experiences. The idea that the academic is not divorced from the personal. For me going into black studies was a personal choice to access a certain history that I did not have access to. I think having that brought up was so great. In terms of Callaloo, what Callaloo did, I'll talk a lot about my personal experiences because that is what I have to draw from. Going to the Callaloo Creative Writing Workshop and having Vievee and Greg Pardlo say, "Your personal experience, your situation is this country, your particular intersection of blacknesses-that is something valid. You do not have to write into the images that have been given to you." So I saw again a connection back to that black feminist archive, this idea, even if it wasn't stated outright. I was able to see that lineage being built upon. Another thing I am picking up on in the confluence of all of these panelists and the respondents is the importance of the personal relation. I'm thinking a lot about what Vievee said about studying. I'm glad Fred Moten has been brought into the room. If we think about the university and what it means to study, my undergrad experience was very much skipping class to go to the library to read poetry. Poetry that I was not being given access to. And to certain people, that was seen as not great. A defiance of authority. But defiance in order to find a certain knowledge that I'm supposed to have. In the Undercommons he says that knowledge is not necessarily gained in the classroom, it's also what is done outside of the classroom and is done in the social spaces. It's not necessarily the conversations you have in class, but maybe the ones you have at the bar. That is something that he said at Poet's House when I saw him give a talk. If we are thinking about the pressures that we put upon the canon, we create new canons in the studies that we do outside of the studies we are told to do. Then by choosing to rearrange that, intentionally or not, I didn't realize I was creating a new canon. I was just reading what I had to read to live, to write. This is something that I did not understand the importance of until I met Vievee Francis, an autodidact who taught herself how to write poetry.
As has been stated, Callaloo, unlike any other journal, forces into conversation the artist and the academic in a very interesting way, without explicitly telling the reader how they relate. I remember coming across Callaloo in the stacks at the library and thinking, "Ok, there's a poem here, there's an interview here, and there's an essay here. And they have something to say to each other, but what? I have to figure it out." We've been talking about translation as a cross-cultural thing, but I'm even thinking of the ways in which poetry is a translation of theory, or theory can be a translation of poetry. In some ways, the lyric pushes past the limits of theory. I'm thinking of the title of Dr. Rowell's interview with Fred Moten: "Words Don't Go There." Sometimes theory doesn't go there. And its only in the poem that we can kind of get to these liminal spaces that we can't quite articulate in an intellectual way and how important that is in building canons and building sites of knowledge. Then we are thinking about a poem, not just a theory, not just an article, but thinking of a poem as a site of intellectual inquiry. Through images, through lyric association, through examining one's personal experience and gaining an understanding of the world and communicating that to someone. Maybe in a language that is somewhat more accessible to people who don't have access to theoretical language, who don't have access to academia. So what does it mean that we choose this mode to do our inquiry? And what does it mean then that we try to communicate with someone else who has, who doesn't have access to that language? Who are we bringing into this conversation, when we are speaking outside of the academic? And so I think I would like to, I would like to keep this as brief as possible so I think thinking of the limits of rational thought, how affect and feeling becomes sites of experience, sites of knowledge that we can pull from. And if we think about the black interior as a critical intervention, our expression of this interior adding to a canon by saying this is the knowledge that no one else has chosen to look at. This is knowledge you have no access to. And I can put this forth and this is what my contribution is even if I don't have the language that you said I ought to have. It's a new language, a new vocabulary, and so this is how I think we are putting pressure on the canon. Thank you.
